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Out of the Darkness 
“Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.” — Voltaire 
  
 
 
Did They Have to Die? 
 
They came from hell. On October 7, 2005, 5:00 a.m., three men rode through the dark 
on dirt roads on a noisy but sturdy motorcycle. Their destination was Mong, a small 
village in rural Pakistan about one hundred miles south of Islamabad. As they rode 
through the crisp morning, the cold must have pinched their noses. They wore sweaters 
for layering. The adrenaline pumping through their veins probably kept them warm 
enough anyway. Each dressed in dark clothing and covered their faces to ensure their 
identities remained concealed. They could have been any three men riding for any 
purpose. But these men, these men in particular rode with a specific purpose—to murder 
the wrong kind of Muslims. 
 Each knew his role in the operation, having practiced it countless times. Today 
was the culmination of their training and preparation. The first man’s job was simple—
drive the other two, be a lookout on the street, and hit the gas the second the other two 
returned to the bike. He was the transportation. Just in case, he carried a semi-automatic 
pistol. 
 The second two embraced a more sinister role. Both carried automatic 
Kalashnikov assault rifles, fully loaded, and with plenty of back-up ammunition. Their 
assignment was also simple—point and shoot, and cause as much death as possible 
without being captured. 
 As they neared their destination the sound of the adhaan (Muslim call to prayer) 
filled the dark sky. For some, it would be the last time they would ever hear it. For 
others, it would begin serving as a permanent reminder of that day. 
 Meanwhile, Yusef woke up to the sound of the adhaan. A heavyset man in his 
late forties, he had lived most of his life in Mong. Unlike most Pakistanis his age, Yusef 
was clean-shaven. He had a full head of hair that he parted to one side. Streaks of gray 
began to make their presence known. 
 Yusef was a regular at the mosque, especially for Fajr (pre-dawn) prayer. Few 
could remember his last absence. But this morning, Yusef woke up feeling extremely ill. 
He tried to sit up but his strength was gone. He had a fever. The night was cooler than 
he’d anticipated, and he sensed a vicious flu pursuing him. “I’ll just pray at home,” he 
tried to convince himself. But something compelled him to go to the mosque that day. 
 His wife, seeing his condition, tried to talk him out of making the short trek. But, 
having entered the age when a man’s routine becomes sacred, Yusef insisted. He bundled 
up in several layers, grabbed a cup of hot chai, and began walking. Along the way he met 
with a man named Syed, Imam of the mosque and principal of the local elementary 
school. Syed loved his job as a principal—it was a career path that his childhood 
principal, Mian Sirajudeen, inspired him to pursue. A few steps behind Syed were two 
brothers, Ashraf and Abid, unknowingly making a one-way trip to the mosque. 



 As the group neared their destination, a small congregation was already waiting 
for them outside the entrance. No adhaan was to be called from this mosque on this day, 
nor on any other day. This mosque’s congregants were forbidden from doing so. 
 “It’s about time you arrived, Imam Sahib,” one of the elders playfully teased 
Syed. 
 Smiling, Syed shook the hands of those waiting while Yusef unlocked the front 
gate to let everyone in. It was a simple yet elegant mosque. The front gate opened 
directly into the village’s main street. Entering the front gate from the street, a winding 
path decorated with trees and flowers led up a small incline to the mosque’s front door. 
To the right and behind a curtain was the men’s hall. 
 Due to the growing congregation, funds were being collected to expand the 
facility by adding a second level. Rather than hiring outside workers, congregants took 
time off from their day jobs to assist in construction. Inside the front door, to the left 
and up the stairs, was the new women’s hall. Ever present was the smell of fresh cement. 
The anticipation of an expanded facility created a general excitement among the 
congregation, and the number of attendees to Fajr prayer had steadily grown over the 
past several weeks. On this morning, roughly fifty men and children entered the mosque 
and began offering their individual prayers. Off in the distance, Yusef heard the crackle 
of a bustling motorcycle. He heard dogs barking somewhere. Otherwise, the night was 
serene. 
 All the regulars were present at the mosque, except Dr. Ahmad. Halfway to the 
mosque, Dr. Ahmad had the sudden urge to return home. When I spoke to him months 
later about that day, he explained the urge as an unbearable aggravation in his heart. No 
matter how much he tried, for some reason foreign to him at the time, Dr. Ahmad felt a 
burning desire to return home that morning. Torn, he turned around and retraced his 
steps back to his front door. But, he wouldn’t remain there long. 
 The night was winding down, and the earliest rays of sunlight raced to color the 
sky at any moment. And time was running short. Individual prayers complete, Imam 
Syed stood up for congregational prayer and walked to the mosque’s far corner, facing 
Mecca, to lead the prayer. “Iqamat,” he announced loudly with a sense of urgency; it was 
the request for someone to recite the pre-prayer declaration to inform the congregation 
that the formal prayer was beginning. Despite his sore throat, Yusef took the honor 
upon himself as he did every morning. The congregation transformed from scattered 
groups resting on the ground into straight lines standing in perfect unison behind the 
Imam. The sound of the bustling motorcycle grew louder yet.  
 
A Perfectly Executed Massacre 
 
 Imam Syed raised his hands to his ears and began congregational prayer. “Allah 
hu Akbar” (“God is the Greatest”). In unison, his congregation silently followed suit 
behind him. 
 Imam Syed began reciting prayers out loud in Arabic.  
 “All praise belongs to God alone, Lord of all the worlds.” 
 Yusef heard a motorcycle slow down outside the mosque. 
 “The Gracious, the Merciful. Master of the Day of Judgment.” 
 The motorcycle stopped at the front gates, which were left unlocked in case any 
stragglers arrived late. Two men dismounted and one stayed on, keys in the ignition, 
motor running. 
 “Thee alone do we worship.” 
 The two men moved swiftly through the front gate, just as they had been trained 
to. Magazines loaded and safeties off, one stopped at the mosque’s front door. His first 



assignment was to be the lookout should anyone get past the transporter. The other 
proceeded through. All that separated a fully loaded Kalashnikov in the hands of a 
madman from fifty innocent worshippers was a straw curtain that hung helplessly in the 
doorway. 
 “And Thee alone do we implore for help.” 
 Syed paused because he felt a loud insect buzz by his right ear. At first he ignored 
it. “Guide us to the right path—” Syed paused again as another loud insect buzzed by his 
left ear. He thought he heard someone groan in pain. Before he could react, he heard a 
vicious rattling sound.  
 When I visited the mosque a few months later he told me, “At first, I thought a 
child turned on the fan and jammed a stick inside. But just as quickly I heard another 
groan and turned around in horror.” 
 His congregation, deep in prayer, was in a state of complete confusion. Unaware 
of the intruders, Imam Syed had stayed in prayer for the first few seconds of the 
shooting. His congregation followed his lead; only a few had broken prayer. Most stood 
their ground, deep in supplication, begging their Lord for help and guidance—
remarkably unaware, or unwilling, to realize that they were under attack. Meanwhile, the 
madman sprayed his Kalashnikov across the crowd, one by one picking off worshipers.  
 Realizing what was happening, Yusef threw his body over some children near 
him. He pushed some others behind the several large cement support pillars built to 
withstand the weight of the second level. Fortunately the madman did not enter past the 
straw curtain. Considering the short distance he had to fire anyway, it did not make much 
of a difference. 
 Click-click-click. His gun jammed unexpectedly; he retreated. Hearing a cease to 
the gunfire, the second man, standing at the front door, instinctively ran to the straw 
curtain and the two men switched roles. 
 “I thought it was finally over, and moved to the first injured person I saw. But 
five seconds later it started again, another one came back.” Syed was moved to tears as 
he recounted the series. 
 Off in the distance, Dr. Ahmad thought he heard gunshots, but wasn’t sure.  
 The second gun emerged through the straw curtain, repeating the horror of the 
first. Shouting obscenities and curses, the madman sprayed bullets in every corner of the 
mosque, leaving no area untouched. Cement dust filled the air, obscuring the sun’s 
earliest rays that crept through the window. Blood splattered on the straw prayer mats 
and soaked through. 
 This time Dr. Ahmad was sure he heard gunshots and made a mad dash for the 
mosque, sprinting as fast as his legs would carry him. 
 The second madman’s clip wasn’t empty before he heard a shout from the first 
shooter, “Let’s go let’s go, we gotta go now now now!” His bloodlust not satiated, he let 
loose one final spray across the crowd. Yusef let out a scream as one bullet sliced 
through his arm while the second shattered his femur. The children he covered shrieked 
in fear. Yusef fought to regain composure long enough to ensure the children under him 
were okay. Thankfully they were. He heard a motorcycle charge up and peel down the 
street, leaving a long trail of blood behind it. With nothing but the sun chasing them, the 
three men vanished into the countryside, just as quickly as they’d appeared. 
 Meanwhile, the wrong kind of Muslims languished. Dr. Ahmad arrived at the 
mosque moments later, still gasping for air. The carnage was nothing short of horrifying. 
Blood enveloped the floor. Walls, windows, and pillars—littered with bullet holes. 
Several bodies lay motionless, eyes open, frozen in a distant gaze. Several more 
convulsed in agonizing pain, most with multiple open wounds. Children were crying, 



tears streaming down their cheeks. A thick haze filled the air. Dr. Ahmad’s instincts as a 
trauma physician kicked in.  
 He grabbed water and ran to Yusef. Yusef declined and urged him go to the next 
person—Ashraf. Wasting no time, Dr. Ahmad complied. Ashraf had been shot in the 
chest; gasping for air, he too refused water and motioned to give it to his brother Abid.  
 Confused as to what motivated these men to refuse water, Dr. Ahmad moved on. 
Abid had been shot several times, though it was difficult to tell where. His entire body 
was already soaked in blood. He began to feel cold and numbed with pain; the severe 
blood loss was making it difficult for him to keep consciousness. Like Yusef and Ashraf, 
Abid’s thoughts were not of himself, but of others. Despite Dr. Ahmad’s pleading, Abid 
pushed the water away and pointed courageously to the next person.  
 Dr. Ahmad again complied rather than argue. The next two people he reached, 
Altaf and Majeed, were also regulars to the mosque. Bright individuals, both were known 
for their hospitality and passion for keeping the mosque clean. Now, that mosque was 
stained with their blood. When the doctor reached them, they had already returned to 
their Maker. Dr. Ahmad bit his bottom lip as tears welled in his eyes. He put his soft 
hands over their eyes, and closed them for the final time. Forcing himself to stay 
focused, he moved on to the next group of injured worshipers, Lahrasab and Aslam.  
 Lahrasab was hemorrhaging heavily and Aslam wasn’t doing much better. While 
both were unaware that Yusef, Ashraf, and Abid had rejected the water—they too 
rejected the water, urging Dr. Ahmad to take care of others first. Dr. Ahmad, although 
becoming increasingly frustrated and desperate that he was losing his patients, insisted, 
but they continued to refuse—urging him to help those who were in more need of 
assistance. Dr. Ahmad knew that Lahrasab and Aslam were lying about their condition, 
but there were too many injured to waste time.  
 Blood mixed with tears washed away the dust that settled on the worshipers’ 
faces. Imam Syed followed Dr. Ahmad’s lead; he grabbed water and quickly phoned 
other congregants to come to the mosque immediately. Within minutes, dozens more 
arrived with blankets, bandages, and whatever basic medical support they could grab in 
their frantic dash. Police were nowhere to be found. 
 Dr. Ahmad came across two young men, Naveed and Yasir. Both lay motionless, 
unconscious, coated in blood from gunshot wounds. Fearing the worst, he checked their 
pulses. A glimmer of hope leapt into his heart—a faint, sluggish pulse in both called out 
to him. 
 “They’re alive! Naveed and Yasir are alive! We need to get them to the hospital 
now!” 
 Several young men came quickly to the two, carefully lifted and wrapped them to 
transport them to the nearest hospital, several miles away. 
 Meanwhile, Dr. Ahmad continued his fateful rounds—wrapping and bandaging 
whomever he could get his hands on. Imam Syed returned to Yusef to give him water 
but he again refused, assuring the Imam that he was okay. The Imam called a young man 
to wrap Yusef’s arm and leg tight to stop the bleeding. The children remained with 
Yusef, too afraid to move. 
 Ever present was the fear that the shooters would return. Realizing this 
possibility, Imam Syed posted several young men outside the front gate as a precaution. 
“This will have to be a daily security measure now,” he thought to himself. The police 
were still nowhere to be found, despite several calls alerting them of the attack. 
 Satisfied that Yusef was being tended to, Imam Syed looked down to see a streak 
of blood mixed with cement. Following the streak, he found Ashraf, who had since 
managed to drag himself to his younger brother, Abid. Lying on their backs, clutching 
the others hand for strength, both brothers lay motionless, with a look of euphoric peace 



in their eyes. Imam Syed arrived with water, but destiny had other plans. The two 
brothers rested comfortably on their backs—hand in hand. Their bleeding had stopped, 
but so had their hearts. 
 Fighting back tears, Imam Syed whispered a prayer for them and moved rapidly 
to Lahrasab and Aslam with water. They had declined water from Dr. Ahmad the first 
time, and now could not answer Imam Syed this second time. The blood loss was too 
extensive. They both slipped into unconsciousness. Begging God to spare them, Imam 
Syed checked their pulses just in time to feel their quickly weakening beats slowly 
dissipate into nothingness. A few moments later, they breathed their last. 
 Syed wept. 
 
The Aftermath 
 
 “In the end, they killed eight of my brothers, and shot twenty more.” 
 I listened silently as Yusef related the events of that day several months after. We 
were in a hospital in Rabwah, a growing town a few hours from Mong. It was January 
2006 and I was visiting family during a tour of India, Pakistan, and Europe. It was my 
first time returning to my nation of birth in a dozen years. Part of me was horribly 
ashamed. Every passing moment I further realized how little I knew about my own 
family, about my own ancestry, about my own community’s persecution. When I heard 
Yusef was at a local hospital for treatment, I made my cousin Danyal take me to see him. 
Danyal, a respected Islamic scholar and probably one of the most intelligent people I’ve 
ever known, knew just about everyone in town and arranged for our meeting. (Danyal 
isn’t his real name.) 
 Yusef lay in his bed, still unable to walk on his shattered femur. When I first 
walked in to Yusef’s room, his eyes lit up. By my attire he knew I wasn’t a local. Danyal 
introduced us and despite Yusef’s injuries, he insisted on embracing me with his one 
good arm. At least a dozen pins jetted out of his disfigured and scarred leg. Several more 
pins claimed his injured arm. He had lost weight since the attack, still had trouble 
sleeping, and struggled through hours of painful physical therapy a day. He would 
probably need crutches for the rest of his life, or alternatively, a wheelchair. Given his 
age, the prospects of a full recovery seemed dim. Still, he was in surprisingly good spirits.  
 “But wait, that doesn’t add up. I counted six martyrs. How did we get to eight?” 
 Yusef paused and took a deep breath. “Naveed and Yasir... By the time we got 
them to the hospital, they had just lost too much blood. There was nothing the doctors 
could do. There wasn’t…it just wasn’t meant to be.” 
 I nodded in understanding and winced. I also made a mental note to donate 
blood the next chance I got.  
 “Did you ever regret going to the mosque that day? Did you ever think, maybe I 
was sick for a reason—maybe God was trying to tell me something?” 
 Yusef shook his head no with conviction. “I thank God every day that He gave 
me the strength to get up and go. If giving my limbs meant the two kids behind me get 
to live, I say it’s a great bargain.” He smiled. “I mean, now I can literally say that kids 
cost me an arm and a leg!” I smiled. “The only thing I regret is that the culprits were 
never caught. The police made no effort to find them. It’s no surprise. They were 
probably in on it anyway.” 
 Yusef’s statement caught me off guard. 
 “In on it? As in…they knew about it beforehand?” 
 Yusef looked at me confused. “Where do you think you are?” 
 “I guess the obvious answer is Pakistan but—” 



 “Yes! This is Pakistan; we’re not even real Muslims here. Do you think the 
government cares what happens to our people?” 
 I let him continue speaking. 
 “Do you realize that the police only showed several hours later?” 
 My cousin Danyal shook his head in dismay, perhaps recalling a decade prior 
when police tortured him (I promise we’ll get to that later).  
 “So then what was the government’s response?” 
 “They tried to buy us off.” 
 “Buy you off? How so?” 
 “The family of every person killed received one hundred thousand rupees from 
the federal government…as compensation for the lost lives.” 
 As a typical American I couldn’t think in terms other than dollars and cents. 
Some quick math in my head arrived at about sixteen hundred dollars. By Pakistani 
terms, that meant enough for a family of four to survive for four months. 
 “So the federal government offered one hundred thousand rupees for each life 
the terrorists took. What’d you guys do?” 
 “We gave it away.” 
 “You what?” 
 “We gave it away. We told the government we didn’t want their pity money.” 
 “Then what’d you tell them?” 
 “We told them to change the laws that declare us constitutional kafirs [infidels]. 
Repeal the laws that suppress our freedom of religion. We told them that if they just do 
that, then we’ll be happy and that the attacks would also stop. Otherwise, we didn’t need 
their pity money.” 
 “So you just gave the money back to the government?” 
 “No, I said we gave it away. The day after the attack, on October 8, an 
earthquake struck northern Pakistan that killed eighty thousand. Our town lost eight lives 
and our nation lost eighty thousand more. It was devastation upon devastation. So we 
did what we could. Every family gave every penny from the government to the relief 
efforts.” 
 The idea seemed noble, but also impractical. I told Yusef so. 
 “That’s quite noble but didn’t you guys need the money?” 
 “Money? No, we didn’t need money. We don’t need money. No…we needed to 
give it to those who needed it most. That money wasn’t going to bring back the eight 
lives we lost. But maybe it could save some lives that would otherwise be lost because of 
the earthquake. Besides, it’s a matter of principle. We don’t need charity from a 
government that has no value for our lives. God is our provider, not them.” 
 It occurred to me—not by financial comparison necessarily, but by example of 
how different governments treat their citizens—that the average family of a 9/11 victim 
received anywhere from 1.1 to 3.1 million dollars. 
 Yusef continued, “If the money we donated saved even one life, then it was more 
than worth it.” 
 “I’m certain it did, Yusef, I’m certain it did.”  
 I looked at my watch and saw I’d been there for almost an hour. I looked up. 
“God bless you, Yusef, I hope you get better soon. With your permission, I think I 
should get going.” 
 Yusef smiled and embraced me again. It was a smile I won’t soon forget. 
 I visited that mosque in Mong a few days after meeting Yusef. The blood 
splattered walls remained. I met mothers who lost their sons. Sons who lost their fathers. 
Sisters who lost their brothers. I stood in front of eight somber graves, one belonging to 



a young man who was only sixteen. To date, the Mong attack was the most vicious single 
massacre of Ahmadi Muslims in the community’s then 116-year history.  
 Those terrorists believed absurdities—namely the absurdity of murdering in the 
name of Allah—and committed the most heinous atrocities as a result. But in the annals 
of history, Mong was just the sneak preview. 
	  


